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Examining the transformation of the visual characteristics of
the Nubian ethnic motif using computer aided design
N. S. Baba The Nottingham Trent University, UK

Abstract
This paper is relevant to how the discourse of doctoral research can be circulated through a range of
platforms. It will pose the question: ‘Is there a creative space where ethnic identity can be preserved
along with the production of new art forms?’
The central point of this doctoral research is to discuss whether the culture’s visual identity Nubian art in particular - can be preserved, since it may be absorbed, developed or combined within
a variety of influences of the modern melting pot (CAD). Also, in terms of experimental design
using new technology, it shows how such images can be integrated into areas of innovative design
and creativity. Ultimately, the main concern is to be able to produce new creative work without
changing the essence of Nubian visual culture.
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Examining the transformation of the visual characteristics of
the Nubian ethnic motif using computer aided design
Introduction
This paper focuses on the development of the research project entitled, ‘An Investigation of the
Potential Use of Nubian Motifs Through CAD in Textile Design’.
The central points of the field of investigation focus on four main activities:
1. Examining the Nubian cultural context and the meaning and use of the palm tree, in the
material culture and in rituals and symbols with emphasis on visual aspects.
2. Looking comparatively at the symbolic use of the palm tree in western, Egyptian and
Nubian visual cultures.
3. Conducting interviews with everyday practitioners of Nubian crafts (especially house
decorators) and with experts on culture.
4. Exploring the possibilities of using CAD in design work with Nubian motifs.

The Nubian cultural context
Bernard tried to express visual culture by looking at how visual experience, what is seen, may be
defined and conceptualised (Barnard, 1998).
A visual culture has to be understood and charted, in terms of its historic way of life and the wider
cultural context. Nubian [1] culture and history is characterised by complexity brought about
through different historical experiences, from the Pharaonic to the Islamic period, mixed ethnic
origins and different languages. These elements are so tightly woven together into the fabric of
contemporary Nubian society that specific debts to the past can scarcely be identified (Fernea and
Gerster, 1973:8). In addition, Nubians [2] have lived in relatively isolated communities which were
poor in resources, but which abounded with the ruins and monuments of past civilisations.
Pharaonic temples, Christian churches, and pre-historic sites dot the Nubian landscape, providing a
storehouse of cultural resources for inspiration. The Nubian arts mirror this physical and social
landscape (Jaritz, 1973:49-50).

The palm tree in Nubia
Palm trees are part of the Nubian way of life: they represent property and wealth. The palm tree was
one of the most important flora of old Nubia, and hence, of Nubian culture. It not only provided
Nubians with one of their main type of food, dates, thus signifying life, but it was also used for
building homes and beds, weaving baskets and mats, making ropes and for many other crafts. No
part of the palm tree remained unused. The palm tree is also a symbol in Nubian rituals and
mythology (Kennedy, 1978), therefore it pervades Nubian material and cultural life.
For centuries Nubian houses have traditionally been decorated with drawings on their facades and
interiors. However, from interviews conducted in Nubia, in January 2001, it was discovered that the
palm tree is not always found in Nubian drawing. It does not appear where palm trees themselves
are plentiful, among the Fadija tribe for example. Rather it appears more often where the palm tree
is absent or lost in the immediate environment, as is the case with the Kenuz tribe, forced to move
to rocky marginal land even before the building of the Aswan Dam. In other words, it was not so
much the presence of the palm tree, as its actual absence and the desire for it, that underlay its
decorative use.
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After the flood, the symbol united the Nubian people, as a whole, inasmuch as it is now a symbol
of loss; since the Aswan High Dam was completed in 1971, there has been a unity of feeling and
nostalgia in Nubia.
Finally, the aesthetic appearance of this motif justifies its use. It is a rich, elegant motif and is also
uplifting. It is recognizably a Nubian motif and has the potential to transform without losing its
visual character. The motif has variety in the thickness and length of lines, textures, and in the
diagonal and vertical directions of the form. The eye, instead of staying in one area, wants to
explore the whole form, like a journey of discovery.
The palm tree is central to this study for three main reasons: its centrality in Nubian material and
visual culture, its role as a symbol of loss and its aesthetic qualities.
The different characteristics of the palm tree in different visual cultures have been explored, for
example in Western art (e.g. Matisse, Edward Lear and David Hockney), its use in western
decoration and textiles (e.g. British Chintzes) and in Egyptian representation (e.g. Ancient Egyptian
art and folklore). This was important in order to define the specific visual character of the Nubian
palm tree motif.

The characteristics of the palm tree motif in different cultures
What is the specific visual character of the Nubian palm tree motif? Does it have different
characteristics compared with representations of palm trees in other cultures?
This part of the paper will discuss various examples of palm tree motifs, such as those used by
European painters, British textiles, ancient Egyptian decoration, and the Egyptian Tattoo. The
conceptual treatments of the shape and texture of the palm tree leaf and trunk are the principal
features that differentiate each style.

Palm trees in ornamental art in general
The palm tree is tall with radiating foliage; it grows in warm or tropical climates. There are five
main types of palm, the date, the coconut palm, the kentia palm, the fountain palm, and the phoenix
palm. Some of these can be used as decorative houseplants in a low to medium light area. In this
research, the palm tree is synonymous with the date tree, as befits the Nubian and Egyptian
tradition.
This motif is used in various ways in ornamental art not only in the Middle East and Nubia, but also
in southern and eastern parts of Europe. Sometimes its branches were used as a symbol of victory,
righteousness and peace (Fontana, 1993). Also, Meyer (1987;1894: 48) gives further details about
how the palm leaves were used as a symbol of peace in Christianity, in feasts in ancient Egypt, as
decoration in the late Renaissance, and in modern art on tombs.

The palm tree motif in western art
A few western artists used palm tree motifs. They can be classified into two categories. The first
group, e.g. Matisse, visited the east and viewed palm trees as a new source of texture and strong
colour. Edward Lear visited southern Egypt and painted ‘ Philea on the Nile’ (see fig.1). He painted
palm trees in the foreground and used strong colours to emphasise the natural phenomena of Philae
(Stevens: 1984).
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Fig.1: Edward Lear painting, ‘Philea on the Nile’

Fig.2: Hockney, British painter,
made a print of the tree emerging from
surrounding mist

The second category includes David Hockney who was inspired by palm trees when living in Los
Angeles in 1973. He made two images (see fig.2) one of which depicts the tree emerging from
surrounding mist (Gilmour, 1981:70).
In the other, he uses a silhouette to depict the tree by drawing it without any details of the trunk and
leaves. His transformation of the motif includes a rigidity of the body of the trunk with the organic
or natural features of the leaves. The silhouette of the palm tree motif is sometimes used as a logo
on T-shirts, web sites and advertisements, changing the character of the trunk into a more ‘elastic’
form. These western versions of the tree do not show many natural features or details, including the
date.

The palm tree motif in western textiles
In the west, the palm tree motif is classified as one of the symbols of ‘ethnic’ culture, various
designs, including Egyptian, Hawaiian, and South American, have an ‘ethnic’ character.
Meller and Elffers noted a vogue in British chintzes of about 1815, where palms often appeared
incongruously with game birds, such as the pheasant (Meller and Elffers, 1991:348) (see fig 3).
British designers adapted this ethnic motif to their style and transformed it in inventive ways to
their taste. They repeated festoons on the body of the tree to express the texture of the trunk, not
using bright colours. The leaves were in an artificial style with a greater emphasis on richness. They
were more curvy than the real tree and looked like the Akanthos leaves found on Roman relief or
Renaissance ornaments.
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Fig.3: The palm trees reflect a vogue
in British Chintzes of about 1815.
This example is classified in the
west as ‘conversational’ style

Fig.4: Egyptian looking designs,
made by a French designer, 1888

The palm tree in ancient Egyptian art
The ancient Egyptians and Nubians relied on inspiration from the natural world for decorative
motifs. The palm tree motifs were developed from plants, which also had an important role in their
lives as they provided essential material and food.
The Egyptians aspired to express the essential nature of objects, rather than impressions from a
particular angle (Wilson, 1997:12). There is an enormous variety of ornaments with which the
Egyptians decorated the temples of their gods (Jones, O., 1988 (1856): 22), carving, painting, or
moulding the motif (see fig 6).
The Egyptian style is close to the tree’s natural form, with a wider base to the trunk and with the
emphasis on pure symmetry. As Jones noted, ‘they could hardly fail to observe the same laws
which the works of nature ever display and we find, therefore, that Egyptian ornament, however
conventionalised is always true’ (Jones, O., 1988(1856):22). Their motif is more ornamental and
also combines geometrical and natural form, especially when they draw the dates.
Sometimes they use different types of lines to draw the ‘spikes’ to express the trunk which is different
from the Egyptian Nubian style, where palm trees are drawn in a group of three. They are equal in
height, include minimal details of the trunk, and have a less authentic representation of the leaves.

Nubian drawings
Fahim (1983) observed how Nubians decorated the outside walls of the house with bright, bold,
colourful designs, along with modern symbols as trains and ships alongside natural symbols, such
as desert animals, insects, birds palm trees, stars, the sun, and the crescent.
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Fig 5: Kenuz area: the palm tree motif as a potted
flower

Fig. 6: house decoration in the Arab area

To summarise a wide range of comparative material, the researcher has identified the following key
characteristics of the Nubian palm tree.
•

The drawings make a clear contrast between the motif being used and its background.
Usually, the motif is painted in white on a dark background, generally the mud of the wall.
Occasionally, the entire facade of a house is painted white (lime), along with one of the
available colours of the region.

•

The colours used come only from the oxidised colours of the natural environment. Bright
colours are not part of the Nubian palette.

•

Most walled surfaces are not smooth because of the very simple tools used in building.
Therefore, the surface texture is an integral part of the Nubian style.

•

It is the women who draw the designs and motifs, using rudimentary feather brushes,
wooden sticks, and other available implements. Although the lines look sharp from a
distance, on closer examination they are less precise.

•

The Nubian style is geometric, although most of the motifs come from the natural
environment. Perhaps unintentionally, the women traditionally work along the lines of
embroidery so their work can look more like a piece of needlework than painting.

However, these characteristics cannot completely describe the infinite variations in Nubian house
drawings. There are several variations in the palm tree trunk and different ways of depicting the
branches and fronds. Sometimes the patterns are repeated horizontally, sometimes not. Some
recorded drawings show ducks or birds between the palms; a zigzag is occasionally used to depict
the Nile. Finally, the drawings vary with each woman’s taste and character.
Generally, the Nubian palm tree motif emphasizes the top of the palm tree by drawing upward or
through rising lines ending in a filled circle. There are only a few examples where they do not
emphasise the top of the trees in this way, but they express the dates in a creative fashion.
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So to summarise:
•

Nubian style uses the palm tree as an ensemble with a duck that is sometimes repeated
between the trees or in separated stripes at the top or bottom of the repeated trees and
zigzags.

•

It uses sharp, fine lines to outline any type of motif. Also, sometimes the motif is filled with
the same colour (or a different one). The tree bottom is sometimes put in a decorative
container or in a geometrical shape, such as a circle, triangle, or zigzag.

•

The branches in the Kenuz area are more curved and naturalistic in form, albeit simplified.
In Arab areas, diagonal lines are repeated on both sides to express the branches without
details.

•

The palm tree as an individual motif style is used with other motifs in a harmonious way.

•

Perhaps, without intention, the traditional women work along the lines of embroidery or
stitching, so their drawing looks like a piece of needlework rather than painting.

•

There is no detail on the palm tree trunk and occasionally a few festoons are added or some
rough short lines included on the trunk.

•

The Nubian women mainly represent the dates in their drawings as dots, abstract lines, or as
creative flowers. However, in the Arab area, they never draw dates with a grove of trees.

•

The colour of the palm tree is normally white in the Arab area and sometimes blue washing
powder is added to draw the dots. However, in the Kenuz area between one to three colours
are used to colour the trees.

Interviews
Visual culture can only be understood in the context of everyday experience. Hence, it was believed
to be necessary to understand the way of life of the Nubian people, and the values, beliefs, and
experiences which inform their art. The researcher conducted several interviews to discuss the
meaning of these motifs.
The first interviews took place in London in July 2000 with four people from the Kenuz area. The
aim was to ascertain: the meaning of the palm tree motif in the Nubian community; its role in old
Nubia; why it is drawn on houses; and whether this is exclusively women’s work.
The researcher’s response to the first set of interviews, particularly to the lack of information
obtained about the style of decoration in some villages, was to plan a visit to a Nubian village in
Kom Ombo in January 2001.
The second set of interviews were conducted in Egypt in January 2001 (3 weeks of fieldwork).
Most of the interviews took place in Nubian villages in Kom Ombo with Nubians from different
tribes.
In each interview, photos from pre-flood Nubia, a list of questions, a small tape recorder, and a
notebook were used. The questions were modified according to people’s attitudes, customs, and the
researcher’s position inside the community. They were, thus, flexible and informal. The interviews
were conducted in Arabic.
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The researcher’s central interests as a designer was to understand the practice of drawing as it
affected the visual character of the image; the kind of techniques and tools were employed; the
sources of inspiration and how the women create drawings with limited resources.
The importance of these questions is to define the characteristics of the Nubian motifs. Two
important questions are, ‘How did the Nubian women correct their mistakes whilst drawing?’, and
‘Why is their drawing so neat, without fault or blemish, given the inflexible surface of the wall?’
An astounding description was given, answering both questions, by four women in the village of
Qurta (Kunz area). They explained how the whole village helped each other decorate and plaster
their houses before their resettlement. One of them added that, when she started her drawing, there
was another woman behind giving instruction and direction. If she noticed any mistake or blemish,
she immediately ordered the painter to erase the drawing by scraping the motif and the background.
The background was then painted again using white (as was the custom in this village) and the
drawing was restarted. This helps to understand the clarity and freshness of the line as a feature of
Nubian decoration.
Nevertheless, this method helped the researcher to unlock some of the mysteries of the old Nubian
culture.

Practical work
The aim of this section is to explore the relationship of traditional Nubian visual culture with
contemporary textile design. A central question is ‘Can computer technologies help us to create a
new aesthetic without sacrificing the value and meaning of the original motifs?’
The researcher’s aim is to use the benefits of CAD technology to preserve something of the
Nubian heritage, even in a new context. Tables can be produced, of original motifs and a wide
range of variations can be created, from which the designer can select motifs and as many
variations as s/he wishes for textile printing. The fast and accurate methods of image repetition
available using CAD is ideally suited to the repetitive nature of textiles (Bunce, 1996:33).

Background and initial work
Firstly, my background is in manual textile printing in Egypt, where textile design traditionally
looks to history or nature as a source of inspiration. My work as a lecturer in Art Education was to
teach printing methods such as batik, stencil, tie-dye, block printing, and silk-screen to create
innovative pieces of design, but my own practice has tended to be painting, rather than printing,
where the dyes are directly mixed onto the fabric.
I was not familiar with CAD and the potential of different software, and needed to decide which
functions of the available software to use. This section describes initial work done and its
development through two stages, on the basis of my personal response at the end of each stage.
Exploring the potential of the new technology added new dimensions to the ethnic motifs, and the
tables help to experience their aesthetics. These steps helped the researcher to engage gradually
with the visual experience, as well as to transform the shape, textures, and colour of the Nubian
motifs.

Stage 1
At the beginning of this stage, I dealt with the motif as a singular case in each cell. Rather than
following rules, I operated intuitively. I developed my motif using the possibilities of Photoshop to
enhance the line and texture qualities, for example by altering the colours, shapes, shadows, and
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textures. I found that, if I exaggerated using the filters, the work produced tended to be artificial and
less of an ethnic representation (refer to the characteristics of the Nubian motifs). I think this work
is more ‘graphic’ than conventional textile designs (see the example in Baba:2001).
The advantage of this stage was in shaping my awareness of the identity of the motif. In other
words, it crystallised the definition of the Nubian motif in my mind.
An important evaluation of this initial work with Photoshop concerns how far I could go with this
fascinating software without losing the essential identity of the motifs.

Stage 2
Table 1: Shows transformations of the motif with two diagonal lines and flowers.
Intention: To experiment and explore the potential of raster [3] and vector [4] programmes. This
stage was used to become more acquainted with the CAD and to define what the specific functions
of the software are.

Table 1: the tree and two diagonal lines and flowers
Process: After using different software individually Photoshop was used to build these tables. Also,
it was easier to compare the other programmes to control the possibilities of this software, such as
in modifying the colours or adjustment layers. Also, Painter brushes (different sizes/types) were
used and the outline with textures was filled to re-shape the motifs and apply the filters.
Response: This stage explored the line and texture qualities of the motif by using different
software. Also, the table was created as a block print motif which could be repeated. It was
discovered that most of the raster software considered had the same functions, but each one had one
or more different features.
There are many similarities between the filters on Photoshop and Photo paint (see 1E and 1F), but
these differences are to do with application. All of them, even the CorelDraw (vector) software,
offer the same possibilities of changing, replacing and adjusting colours. However, the array of
brushes in Painter is greater than any other software, so too is art material, such as paper, wave and
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textures. The Textures library in CorelDraw and Photo paint is varied but the mask function in
Photo paint is more effective than Photoshop and gives more possibilities. It was found that the
Photoshop’s layers were more powerful than the others and the replacement of colour using filters
was much easier and more straightforward.
At the beginning of this table (1A and B), I started to use the same line quality as the original motif.
After this, the thickness of the lines was changed using the Painter brush to explore changing the
motif’s features. Also, as in the previous stage, the identity of the motif was lost when the
researcher exaggerated it using filters or changing its characteristics totally as in 1F, G and H.
The mixture of different software possibilities creates an exciting development in the motifs which
can be repeated for conventional designs. Before these applications were combined, each one was
used separately and the motif was developed and an acceptable result was gained. This decision
gave more variety and the researcher worked more intuitively, following my aesthetic responses,
and this gave a more satisfactory result

Stage 3
As a textile designer the researcher naturally concerned with final applications, so motifs were
systematically repeated, since one of the benefits of CAD is the ability to visualize designs in repeat
(Phillips and Bunce, 1993:14).
Two types of design repeating motif were produced. With the first the aim was to create a
traditional textile design using simple repeats and with the second the aim was to create wall
hanging designs.
Intention: To explore the possibility of using simple repeats of developed motifs and to determine
whether this method would be suitable for ethnic motifs. These interior design ideas are a selection
of work from the researcher design collection.
Response: New designs were created but it was felt that this direction was a ‘dead end’ for the
identity of the Nubian motifs and provided little challenge. Moreover, it was feared that the essence
of the ethnic motif would be lost and traditional textile methods would have to be adhered to. Even
though they worked as textile designs, they lost their Nubian identity and were diffused by
repetition, so the direction of work was changed towards non-repeating fabrics.
Type 2: Wall hangings
Intention: To create wall hangings for printed textile designs using copies of the motif, but not
repeating them in a traditional manner.
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Piece 1

Piece 2

Piece 1: CorelDraw was used with the triple-jointed palm tree and zigzags. Fill tools were used,
such as fountain fill for the motif and the rectangle shape, pattern fill for the zigzag, and postscript
fill for the background.
Piece 2: Photoshop was used to build this. The motif from piece 2 was repeated four times, then the
distort (Polar Coordinates) filter was used. The surface of the design was divided into a rectangle
and an oval and then a triangle shape was added. A scanned fabric was used as background. The
distorted motif was used to fill the foreground and background. The colours were changed in some
of the areas of the triangle or pyramid shape. The burn and dodge tools were used.
Reflection: Pieces 1 and 2 tended to be more open and symbolic. In piece 1, the motif was repeated
irregularly to portray the palm tree under the flood. Piece 2 was more complicated than the previous
one. The triangle shape was used because it is a common motif in Nubia. At the same time, the
researcher attempted to emulate the traditional technique of oil painting, which gave a special
dimension to the design. Using the distorted motif to fill the background as well as the foreground,
movement was added to the piece and this reduced the rigidity of the triangular form.

The outcome of the practical work and conclusions
The work has shown some of the advantages of CAD. A notion has developed about how to produce
new creative work without changing the essence of Nubian visual culture.
Conclusions include:
•

Changing the main feature of the palm tree motif can modify and even lose the visual
character of the motif.

•

Exaggerated use of blending filters and layers can completely alter the ethnicity of the motif.

•

Using symmetrical repeats of part of the motif can change its essential character, since it is no
longer a ‘tree’.
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•

Changing the appearance of the motif and the textures of the background can change the
essential Nubian style and even make it disappear.

Traditional design methods can be used innovatively, yet they can create a ‘dead end’ in the motif’s
meaning.
The key aim of future practical work is to use visual culture and new technology to create designs
that maintain their ethnic identity. A test panel will be used to look at my tables and hanging designs
to assess whether computer technology can create a new aesthetic without sacrificing the value and
meaning of the original motif.
To answer my question: ‘Is there a creative space where ethnic identity can be preserved along with
the production of new art forms?’ the researcher has decided to not rely on her responses and
aesthetic judgment. So, a solo exhibition will be given and a questionnaire used. People from
different ethnic backgrounds will be invited to answer as they study the work. The aims of the
questionnaire are firstly, to evaluate the motif transformations using CAD and to determine whether
there is a creative space where ethnic identity can be preserved along with new art forms, and
secondly, to evaluate the viewers’ visual perspective by examining the different backgrounds of the
respondents. Most of the questions will prompt qualitative responses rather than quantifiable
answers.

Footnotes
[1] First of all, the region known as Nubia stretches from the Nile’s First Cataract at Aswan in the
north to halfway between the Third and Fourth Cataracts in the south. A very large part of this area
was completely submerged by the building of the Aswan High Dam and the creation of Lake
Nasser. In 1963, Egyptian Nubians were forced to resettle to Kom Ombo, an area 40 kilometres
north of Aswan.
[2] In the northernmost region - from Aswan to Sebua - a Kenzi-speaking group, called ‘Kenuz’
was located. The Kenuz were considered to be the result of a compound of local nations in Nubia
with the Arab-Beja Beni Kenz tribe from the Middle Ages. Next to the Kenuz-area, from Wadi alArab to Kurusko, there was a small group of formerly nomadic, but later assimilated Arabs. The
society occupying this stretch of the Nile Valley was called ‘Aleqat’. However Arab was still their
mother tongue, but they were considered to be Nubians in concession of social formulation and
culture. Beside the Aleqat area there was a large region in which the usage of Fadija/ Mahasi clearly
prevailed. The ethnic dialect in Fadja-speaking areas were- from north to south-the ‘fadija’, the
‘Sukkot’ and the ‘Mahas’. Fadija is a terminology that was used to nominate the northernmost
group between Korosko and settlement of the 1960s (Poeschke, 1996:27-28).
[3] ‘Raster images are displayed on screen as a series of dots or pixels. Each pixel can be lit up
independently from as few as 256 simultaneous colours to a maximum of a few million on screen at
any one time, enabling complex, high quality multicoloured imagery to be achieved when displayed
on higher resolution monitors’ (Aldrich, 1999:27).
[4] ‘Vector images comprise lit vectors or ‘line segment’, which when joined together from fine
quality smooth lines, often displayed in one colour only. Outline shapes can be created very simply,
each made up of a number of control points which can be manipulated easily and effectively to alter
the image’ (Aldrich, 1999:28).
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